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This thesis is dedicated to the victims of the ongoing Covid-19 global pandemic 
and the forthcoming memories that never came to pass. To the families, friends, and 
neighbors of those lost, may you find peace and solace in this moment of grief and help 
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In 2017, I installed a wheat paste mural exhibition along East Main Street in my 
hometown of Ottumwa, Iowa. The murals were made from paper and adhered to the outer 
wall of various buildings with glue made with flour, water, and sugar. The exhibition 
featured photographs from the collection of the late Michael Lemberger – a beloved local 
photographer, historian, and archivist, whose photographs have captured the hearts and 
minds of Ottumwans for decades. Empty storefront windows were transformed into 
picture frames and boarded up facades became architectural canvases for exhibiting some 
of his most recognized and curious photos – photos that captured the essence of growing 
up in a blue collar, meat packing community in rural Iowa (Figure 1).  
 
 




A year later, I found myself pasting murals in dark alleyways of Budapest, using 
my broken Hungarian to convince undercover police officers that I was the “new poster-
man” and had permission to install murals throughout the city. I did not. The images 
installed in Hungary were from the Fortepan Hungary archive (fortepan.hu) – a 
groundbreaking digital repository featuring photos of Hungarian life through the eyes and 
lenses of everyday Hungarians.  
Fortepan is located in Budapest, Hungary, and was created by Miklós Tamási and 
András Szepessy in 2009 after they stumbled across trash bags filled with discarded 
family photographs. Fortepan represents a paradigm shift in archival practices in both 
content and accessibility by inviting public contributions to recorded history, releasing 
these high-resolution digital images (mostly family snapshots) to the Creative Commons 
through a liberal Attribution-ShareAlike license, and allowing for free public 
downloading and use, even for commercial purposes. In operating outside of libraries, 
museums, archives, and galleries, Fortepan’s developers have cheekily circumnavigated 
the restrictive, enforced structure of these memory institutions.  
 The act of bringing archives to the streets was powerful in itself; even more so 
was placing poetic images of everyday life in public spaces. But during my presentations 
about the exhibitions, and plenty of late-night conversations with colleagues walking 
along the shores of the Danube in Budapest, I began to recognize an emerging theme; a 
harmonious connection between vernacular photographs and the accessible street art 
method of wheat pasting. According to Eric Lutz (2019), associate curator of prints, 




photography relates to “pictures taken by amateur photographers whose identities have 
been lost to time” (p. 12). As scholarship continues to expand about this previously 
marginalized medium, vernacular photographs have expanded to include photographs or 
snapshots found in family albums that highlight lived experiences. This thesis was born 
out of my curiosity to uncover and understand the peculiar relationship between 
photographs of everyday people, and a method for self-expression – wheat pasting - that 
is also accessible to everyone.  
 Artists often use the art of wheat pasting as a non-hierarchical method for 
expression. They exhibit outside of traditional high art institutions in an effort to reach 
the masses, creating public spaces for encounter. Similar to Fortepan, wheat pasting is a 
method that invites and demands public participation. It is cost effective, it requires very 
little technical skill, and it is designed to be accessible to the public – not hidden within 
the confines of the institution, but set free among the streets and relative to the 
environment of which it resides. Therefore, pasting serves as a conduit for ideas, a 
vehicle that provides autonomy for people to represent themselves, their unique stories, 
and their individual identities to the public sphere. The art of pasting is as much about the 
product of murals as it is about the process of bringing people together to create art. 
 This thesis identifies the interplay between autobiographical and historical 
memory as the unifying bond between vernacular photographs and wheat paste murals. 
Positioned within the field of cultural memory studies, I argue that ephemerally pasted 
murals of vernacular photographs ignite a response in the viewer that contributes to the 




modality of pasted murals acts as a metaphor for memory while advocating for the 
integration of autobiographical memories as part of our collective, historical memory.  
The culmination of this creative thesis is a series of nine public murals of 
vernacular Iowa snapshots, installed by volunteers, and positioned throughout the Main 
Street business district of Cedar Falls, Iowa. All of the murals are sourced from images 
donated to the Fortepan Iowa archive (fortepan.us), the first sister-site of the Fortepan 
Hungary archive (fortepan.hu). Featuring more than 9,000 curated, high resolution, 
historical images from the 19th and 20th centuries, Fortepan Iowa images “represent the 
personal, whimsical, poetic, significant, and accidentally artistic moments of everyday 
life, and tell a rich story of Iowa’s great diversity and complexity” (Fabos, 2020).  
Installed during the Covid-19 global pandemic, the series, titled …getting back 
together explores the complexity of the historical memory of Iowans, highlighting acts of 
togetherness through vernacular images of Iowa life. This thesis contributes to the 
growing field of cultural memory studies and serves as an application of memory studies, 
presented in a way that invites academia, community organizers, and artists to a mutual 
space of encounter and creativity. 
The following chapter outlines the theoretical components of the thesis by 
arguing that vernacular photographs, which have risen in popularity due to the 
democratization of history, are cultural artifacts of autobiographical and historical 
memory. Furthermore, I argue that wheat pasted murals are a product of the 
democratization of art and that ephemerality is a key component to the modality of the 




and executing the mural exhibition which are documented in the fifth chapter through a 
series of photographs of each pasted mural, accompanied by the original images from 
Fortepan Iowa. In the final chapter, I synthesize the concepts discussed throughout the 
thesis alongside the exhibition (and its decomposition) by arguing that the murals 







The literature review is organized in three main sections and, in addition to laying 
the theoretical foundations for the thesis, outlines the timeliness of the work’s 
contribution to the growing field of cultural memory studies. I begin with a brief 
introduction to cultural memory studies, a relatively new and growing interdisciplinary 
field that involves “history, sociology, art, literary and media studies, philosophy, 
theology, psychology, and the neurosciences” (Erll, 2008, p. 1) to examine the 
relationship between historical memory (commonly known as collective or public 
memory) and autobiographical or individual memory. Throughout the literature review, I 
have selected examples that represent the intersectionality of conversations and 
perspectives enabled by the interdisciplinary nature of the field. Cultural memory 
scholars have identified how the interplay between historical and autobiographical forms 
of memory, fueled by the rise in the democratization of history (Nora, 1989; Philips, 
2004), have led to a rise in critical scholarship surrounding the inclusion of 
autobiographical memory in the revision of historical narratives.  
Next, I highlight the impact this awakening has had on institutions, particularly 
photo archives, which have perpetuated purportedly official historical memory by 
deciding what is deemed worthy of remembering and, simultaneously, what should be 
(and what is) forgotten. A growing interest in vernacular photographs is an example of 




galleries, and historical institutions, vernacular photographs have begun to resonate as 
cultural and historical artifacts that initiate both autobiographical and historical memory.  
The final section of this literature review surveys scholarship on vernacular 
photographs. I begin by explaining how archivists, historians, and institutions of memory 
have marginalized these images and considered them worthless artifacts. Only until 
recently (since the late 1990s) have scholars turned to vernacular photographs as relevant 
objects of cultural analysis. Furthermore, only in the last two decades have historical and 
art institutions begun to recognize vernacular photographs for their artistic, historical, 
cultural, emotional, and memorial value. When installed on buildings and thrust into the 
public sphere as large, ephemeral murals, as I have done for this thesis, vernacular 
photographs become a vehicle that provocatively activates the interplay between 
autobiographical and historical memory, resulting in a richer historical memory by 
connecting the images to the lived experiences of the viewers through Ruchatz’s (2008) 
concept of trace.  
Cultural Memory Studies 
 Memory reaches far beyond the act of an individual remembering; it takes hold in 
social contexts with groups, lays the foundation for tradition and national identity, and 
can even extend beyond national boundaries through global events (Erll, 2008). Memory 
is not exclusively a phenomenon of psychology, or history, or sociology, or theology; it is 
not exclusively about how we remember, or what we remember, or who we remember, or 
even why we remember. Memory resides somewhere in between all of these things; a 




impact our perspectives, actions, and emotions (Bate, 2010; Coser, 1992; Cross, 2015; 
Cross & Peck, 2010; Erll, 2008; Halbwachs, 1980; Nora, 1989, 2011; Ruchatz, 2008). 
Therefore, studying memory requires an interdisciplinary approach; a collective effort 
from methodologies and disciplines to work together and understand the nuances and 
facets of such a broad and enveloping phenomenon.  
Cultural memory studies accomplishes this by acting as an umbrella discipline, 
enabling a wide variety of social (sociology), mental (psychology), rhetorical (rhetoric) 
and, in the case of this thesis, material (literary and media studies) phenomena to be 
examined, discussed, dissected, and interpreted (Erll, 2008). In other words, cultural 
memory studies invites scholars from different backgrounds and fields into the academic 
sandbox to play with one another, get messy, and build on their individual experiences 
toward a more rich, complex, and nuanced understanding of what, how, and why we 
remember.  
 Over the past century, memory scholars have come to a consensus that there are 
two distinct categories of memory, as first proposed by sociologist Maurice Halbwachs in 
the mid-1920s: autobiographical and historical memory. Autobiographical memory refers 
to the “memory of events that we have personally experienced in the past” (Coser, 1992, 
p. 24). Historical memory relates to, or is influenced by, anything outside of one’s own 
personal experience. Although many scholars have their own distinct name for historical 
memory (e.g., collective memory, cultural memory, and public memory), they are all 




(such as a text or photograph) or public commemoration (such as a monument) (Coser, 
1992).  
The key development of Halbwachs’ early research is a foundational interplay 
between autobiographical and historical memory: “while the collective memory endures 
and draws strength from its base in a coherent body of people, it is individuals as group 
members who remember” (Halbwachs, 1980, p. 48). In other words, autobiographical 
memory and historical memory are intertwined; partners in a dance, reliant and 
influencing each other simultaneously. This dependency recognizes memory as an 
“intrinsically social” phenomenon (Ruchatz, 2008, p. 387), sensitive to external forces 
and contexts (Coser, 1992). However, not until the mid 1970s and 1980s - when 
Halbwachs’ work was rediscovered - did the implications of this relationship between 
autobiographical memory and historical memory began to take shape. 
 Following the wave of civil rights, feminism, gay rights, and indigenous 
movements of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, French historian Pierre Nora identified an 
emerging discourse on remembering that recognizes historical memory as no longer 
fixed, but as fluid, impermanent, and reliant on different interpretations from yet-to-be 
discovered voices. According to Nora (1989, 2011), gone is the linear way of 
remembering, with historians (primarily white and male) putting forth an agreed notion 
of the past; in its place is a demand for a more nonlinear, dynamic understanding of the 
past, which relies on memory and a process of recovery. Nora (2011) referred to this 
process as the “acceleration of history” (p. 439) and tied this process to a dire need for 




history by saying “we don’t know what our descendants will need to know about 
ourselves in order to understand their own lives” (p. 438).  
Additionally, Nora saw the clear need for minority groups who were left out of 
the linear historical narrative, what some refer to as “official history” (Philips, 2004, p. 
2), to look back, rethink, reinterpret, and overhaul our understanding of the past. Calling 
this movement a “democratization of history,” Nora (1989, 2011) described an 
“emancipatory trend among peoples, ethnic groups, and even certain classes of individual 
in the world today; in short, the emergence, over a very short period of time, of all those 
forms of memory bound up with minority groups, [for] whom rehabilitating their past is 
part and parcel of reaffirming their identity” (2011, p. 439). With this revitalizing 
democratization of history, the notion of historical memory, which Nora (2011) described 
as having “always been in the hands of the public authorities, of scholars and specialized 
peer groups” (p. 440), became as much about who was remembering as what was being 
remembered. Acceleration/democratization cultivated a “demand for a truth more 
‘truthful’ than that of history, the truth of personal experience and individual memory” 
(p. 440). Through autobiographical memory from within marginalized communities, the 
democratization of history would be the liberation of “the history of those denied the 
right to History” (p. 440). 
To summarize Nora’s ideas, the acceleration/democratization of history began to 
pry open the institutions of historical memory by demanding inclusion of marginalized 
voices. In the process, autobiographical and collective memory have become key 




and incorporating the individual perspectives of marginalized communities and making 
history more nonlinear and fluid. Three key figures in cultural memory studies, Jeffrey 
Olick, Vered Vinitsky-Seroussi, and Daniel Levy, all sociologists who have defined the 
field through their important edited volume the Collective Memory Reader (2011), have 
noted that “a good deal of the putative memory boom in recent scholarship can be traced 
to Pierre Nora’s signal contributions” (p. 437). 
As Nora predicted in 1989, and cultural memory scholars since then have 
observed (Erll, 2008; Olick et al., 2011), within the last few decades, the field of cultural 
memory studies has exploded – producing a tidal wave of museum exhibits, books, 
essays, podcasts, documentaries, narrative films, and collaborative academic works with 
the aim to complicate historical narratives and memories of the past through 
autobiographical memory.  
For example, Bettina Fabos’s interactive digital project Proud & Torn: A Visual 
Memoir of Hungarian History, challenges the narratives of white, Hungarian nationalism 
by critiquing myths, traditions, and historical accounts through the stories of women, 
rural Hungarians, the working class, and everyday individuals directly impacted by 
invasion, revolution, and political whiplash inflicted on the country throughout the 20th 
century. Bryan Burrough’s book Forget the Alamo: The Rise and Fall of an American 
Myth, deconstructs the myths of heroic white men of the Alamo through verified, 
previously discounted accounts of the Mexican army. Tension surrounding the revision of 
this defining moment of Texan identity, which has been used to suppress Latinx identity 




armed with AR-15s and Latinx activists armed with copies of the book (Shorrock & 
Wolfram, 2021). Most notable recently may be Nikole Hannah Jones’s 1619 Project, 
which reframes the founding of the United States through the lens of slavery and Black 
immigrants, challenging status quo accounts of U.S. economic, political, and social 
history. The project has been met with fierce backlash from conservative politicians and 
historians, with some state legislatures even going as far as attempting to ban the project 
from instruction at state funded schools (Mercado & Hernandez, 2021).  
These are just a few recent examples of projects that highlight the use of 
autobiographical memory from marginalized people as critical parts of their narratives to 
reveal a history that was intentionally forgotten. In summary, through this boom in 
memory studies, historians, journalists, writers, and academics are not just questioning 
the official historical record, but they are questioning who has created it, what is being 
contributed, and how autobiographical memory can enhance, complicate, and contest 
narratives of the past.  
The inclusion of autobiographical memory in the public sphere through these 
projects articulates the interplay between autobiographical and historical memory, as 
Halbwachs described. Each of these projects showcase how historical memory is built, 
enriched, and complicated through collective autobiographical memories. Collective and 
autobiographical memories enable new interpretations and understandings of the past. 
Inversely, historical memory helps us as individuals remember, and often reconnect to 
our own (forgotten) memories, contextualizing those memories within more complex 




field from the perspective of literary and media studies, articulated this side of the 
interplay by arguing that “no memory is ever purely individual” (p. 5) because all 
memories are shaped in some way by the context in which they occur. Additionally, 
historical memory informed by autobiographical memory helps individuals reassess what 
memories – particularly those that are secretive, mundane, or unexplored – are valuable 
by proclaiming that their individual memories matter. Again, this interplay between 
historical and autobiographical memory helps individuals understand how their stories, 
experiences, and memories fit into larger historical narratives and contexts.   
As a field of study, cultural memory studies is still a fledgling discipline. Built on 
the foundations of Halbwachs (1980), sociologist Lewis Coser (1992) (who translated 
and effectively rediscovered Halbwachs), and the historical perspectives of Nora (1989), 
the field has received and adapted to a fair amount of criticism, particularly for its 
interdisciplinary breadth. Erll has provided significant solidification to cultural memory 
studies, both in terms of theoretical frameworks and by justifying a renaming of the field 
from “collective memory studies” to “cultural memory studies,” effectively steering 
cultural memory studies away from a reductive, singular collective memory, and 
advancing the conversation between historical and autobiographical memory. Cultural 
memory studies is an interdisciplinary framework for analyzing the breadth and role of 
memory work across a variety of disciplines and activities related to the human 
experience. It recognizes the relationship between autobiographical and historical 
memory, the role that society/culture has in contextualizing and influencing memories 




impacted by memory. I now turn to an example of the influence of historical memory and 
the democratization of history, particularly within the world of photo archival 
institutions. 
The Democratization of Archives 
 
 Galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (known as GLAM institutions) have 
long been considered and accepted by society as the authorities on historical memory and 
as institutions reflecting the agendas of people in power. David Bate (2010) highlighted 
the organized development of these institutions throughout the 18th century, such as the 
Louvre, public libraries, and national archives specifically as “archives for memory” (p. 
246). Bate argued that “the creation of a public sphere, mapped by museums, libraries, 
the academic discipline of history, the accumulation of collections of documents and 
archives are all something we should not take for granted as a massive cultural 
achievement” (p. 246).  
This cultural achievement is complicated by the ability of institutions to use 
artifacts, specifically photographs, as working “solely in terms of hegemony and are in 
their essence a product of a repressive state apparatus” (Cross & Peck, 2010, p. 128). A 
cultural history studies approach focuses on how “institutions and the methods of history 
are informed by the politics of representation” (2010, p. 131). For example, the work of 
Allan Sekula, an American scholar and photographer, highlighted the controversy around 
working-class documentation. Although images of the working class are present in 
archives, Cross and Peck (2010) summarized Sekula’s scholarship by noting how “there 




remembering that reflect working-class consciousness and preoccupations” (p. 128). Just 
as institutions enable remembrance by constructing/promoting an agreed upon notion of 
the past (Nora, 1989, 2011), they also induce forgetfulness. This process of forgetting 
takes form in the absence of artifacts and perspectives of those who were documented. 
Institutions’ archival, documentation, and display practices make some lives (and 
histories) present, directing attention to them and, in the process, makes other lives 
absent. 
In addition to the absence of perspectives, institutions of historical memory have 
utilized this repressive structure to promote specific narratives about social groups. Nick 
Yablon’s 2019 critical assessment of the ethnographer Edward Curtis’ famous 
photograph The North American Indian highlighted this structure between institutions 
and historical memory. Under the guise of preserving the traditions and imagery of 
Native Americans for future generations, Curtis’s visual portrayal and the system of the 
archival institution of historical memory perpetuated specific narratives and perspectives 
about Native Americans. This resulted in the promotion of “a common (and still 
prevalent) trope of the Indian as a spiritual and naturalist being” (Yablon, 2019, p.13), 
one that normalizes the disappearance of Native people and cultures from the American 
landscape as a natural occurrence. Thus, through the institutionalized structure of 
historical memory, Yablon argues that “the ethnographer’s claim to be selflessly serving 
posterity was a common justification for blatant acts of expropriation” (p. 6).  
In summary, GLAM institutions reinforce cultural perspectives and norms 




founded on a false completeness through curation (curation that is partially dictated by 
the state, according to Cross & Peck, 2010), and curation decides what is remembered 
and what is subsequently forgotten.  
 Archives are particularly ripe for transformation because they are built on 
outdated curation models of exclusivity, restriction, and regulation. Photo archives, in 
particular, have long stored and preserved portraits and the documented activities of the 
rich and powerful. For decades, the social-historical approach towards the curation of 
photographs has been based on social utility, or the perceived usefulness of images 
toward society. As Yablon (2014) articulated:  
For the past three decades, a social–historical approach has dominated the study 
of photography. Reacting partly to earlier approaches that reduced the history of 
photography to a chronicle of evolving techniques and technologies or to an 
aesthetic lineage of “great masters” canonized for their formal innovations, and 
partly to the ahistoricism of textual, semiotic readings of images, social historians 
of photography have called attention to the non-aesthetic functions of photographs 
(that is, their social utility). (p. 332) 
In other words, under the social-historical approach, images curated must exhibit some 
kind of significance toward social/historical narratives; this could include the reputation 
of the photographer, the importance of the content of the photograph, or the prominence 
or historical significance of figures depicted in the artifact. 
One example of this hegemonic curation is the absence of images featuring Black 




National Women’s Party records, only one photograph features Black women 
(Palczewski, 2016) even though Black women participated in the 1913 suffrage parade 
and during the 1917-1919 Silent Sentinels. Furthermore, the public has direct online 
access to hundreds of digitized images and thousands of scanned artifacts depicting white 
suffrage marchers during the U.S. suffrage movement. Library of Congress archivists 
have focused on scanning white suffragists; shockingly, the one photograph featuring 
Black women (clearly rare due to its subject matter) is not one of the 448 scanned and 
digitized, leaving it nearly impossible to find. Palczewski (2016) explained, “To access 
this image, one must visit the Library or read the original printing of Doris Stevens’s 
1920 Jailed for Freedom book. The image appears in the 1920 printing, but not the 75th 
anniversary edition from NewSage Press published in 1995” (p. 124). The absence of 
these photographs from the historical record presented by the Library of Congress 
perpetuates a reductive, if not erased, existence of Black activists who contributed to the 
pursuit of the right to vote in the early twentieth century. The absence is magnified by the 
ease with which other photographs (primarily of white suffragists) can be accessed 
through the database. These are only a few examples of archival hegemony that blatantly 
highlight the failures and implications of historical memory institutions curating photos 
through the social-historical approach.  
To summarize, throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, galleries, libraries, 
museums, and archives were established as an organized cultural effort to preserve and 
dictate the historical memory of the rich and powerful. However, through their authority 




forgetting, and as such, have perpetuated cultural themes and norms that traditionally 
have marginalized social groups and historical narratives. Cross and Peck (2010) 
articulated this forgetting, contextualized by the democratization of history, by arguing 
that “the archive is opened to the threat of memory: the memory of its exclusions” (p. 
129). Photo archives serve as an appropriate example of this authority towards historic 
memory through the act of curation by the photographs that they reject, save, and make 
accessible (in varying degrees) to the public.  
I now turn to an analysis on the genre of vernacular photographs, and how the 
absence of these artifacts in photo archives serve as a prime example of historical 
remembering and forgetting. Due to the democratization of history, vernacular images 
have experienced an immense upsurge in interest within the last decade. This period 
marks a new chapter in the role of vernacular, autobiographical memory in 
contextualizing, understanding, and analyzing historical memory.  
Vernacular Photographs as Cultural Artifacts 
 
Vernacular photographs have long been marginalized, rejected, and forgotten by 
the institutions of memory, and they have also been absent from the history of 
photography itself. Geoffrey Batchen (2008), an Australian art historian, humorously 
referred to vernacular snapshots as “art history’s worst nightmare: boring pictures” (p. 
124). Considered by art historians and institutions as “predictable, conservative, and 
repetitive in both form and content” (p. 121), Batchen argued that vernacular snapshots 
were regarded as “cloyingly sentimental in content and repetitively uncreative as pictures, 




community. In addition to the “technical errors” of amateur photographers that 
constituted bad photographs, “such as double exposures, abruptly cropped or out-of-focus 
forms, tilted horizons, or the inclusion of the photographer’s shadow” (Greenough, 2007, 
p. 1), the ubiquitous repetition of vernacular photographs is widely considered a key 
contributor to their mundaneness (Batchen, 2008; Greenough, 2007; Lutz, 2019; 
Bourdieu, 1990).  
Repetition is central to the banality of family snapshots. In the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, a majority of vernacular photographs were taken by anonymous 
professional photographers at important family functions such as baptisms, birthdays, and 
weddings (Batchen, 2008; Bourdieu, 1990; Chalfen, 1987). However, with the 
introduction of Kodak’s $1 Brownie camera to the masses in 1900, repetition became a 
tool of Kodak’s cultural leadership to create a mass market for their product in the United 
States (Kotchemidova, 2005). Dr. Christina Kotchemidova (2005), a Bulgarian 
communication scholar, outlines the development of the quintessentially American “say 
cheese” toothy smile as a byproduct of Kodak’s effort to shift cultural perceptions of 
taking photographs from an exclusive, formal, unenjoyable, even predatory act to a 
joyous, fun, moment of play and personal achievement. Kodak constructed mass media 
campaigns with magazines, books, advertisements, door to door services, and photo 
contests (the winners of which would be used in Kodak advertisements), to not only 
dictate when photos should be taken (birthday parties, vacations, holidays, gatherings, 
celebrations), but what constituted a good photograph: a smile and happiness of course! 




content is generally limited, as “photographs of ordinary domestic tasks are extremely 
rare and now highly valued in photographic collections” (p. 9). Kotchemidova’s research 
explained how Kodak’s marketing strategy taught amateur photographers in the United 
States when and how to take photographs.  
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu in their 1965 work Photography: A Middle-
brow Art – one of the first research studies of vernacular photography – argued that the 
vernacular image is primarily a private artifact, distinct from typical photographic art 
designed for public consumption. They identified five key purposes of vernacular photos: 
a protection against time; a way to directly communicate with others and express 
feelings; a form of self-realization; an opportunity for social prestige; and a distraction or 
escape from the activities and stresses of everyday life (Bourdieu, 1990). Bourdieu 
argued that a majority of photographs fall into the first two categories; as a result, a vast 
majority of vernacular images appear to be mundane, repetitive, and insufferably boring. 
Richard Chalfen (1987), a visual anthropologist, also identified vernacular photographs 
as being “produced for personal uses, to be shared between family members, friends or 
people with at least passing personal knowledge of one another. There is no overt 
intention to ‘publish’ or ‘broadcast’ these mediated message forms” (p. 216). The private 
purposes of this form of photography further distanced these images from being 
designated as pieces of art for public display and consumption. 
The mundaneness, repetition, private use, and overall lack of (perceived) social 
utility of vernacular photographs might serve as reasons why vernacular images have 




(2000) highlighted a rebelliousness in vernacular images that threatened the structure of 
art history and art institutions. Vernacular photographs were produced by anonymous 
amateurs and not established artists, their ubiquity contrasted to the exclusivity of fine 
art, and their accidental nature challenged the effort, structure, and technical knowledge 
and training required to craft what was considered a good image (Batchen, 2000). Thus, 
vernacular images  
muck up the familiar story of great masters and transcendent aesthetic 
achievements and disrupt its smooth Euro-American prejudice. In short, 
vernaculars are photography’s parergon, the part of its history that has been 
pushed to the margins (or beyond them to oblivion) precisely in order to delimit 
what is and is not proper to this history’s enterprise. (p. 262)  
Just as Nora (1989) and Cross and Peck (2010) highlighted the presence of a linear, 
agreed upon narrative among memory institutions, Batchen articulated the threat that 
vernacular images posed to the structure and self-preservation of art history itself.  
Within the last three decades, primarily motivated by the development of digital 
photography technologies and the democratization of history, scholars, curators, and 
artists have begun to recognize the artistic and poetic potential of vernacular photographs. 
Throughout the 20th century, museums and galleries have focused primarily on exhibiting 
photography by master photographers.1 Only since the last decade and a half have major 
art institutions recognized the value of vernacular photography as art, such as the 
                                                 
1 One exception is the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 1944 exhibition The American snapshot: an 




National Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. (2007), the Saint Louis Museum of Art 
(Lutz, 2019), and the Hungarian National Gallery (Gellér, Kiss, Török, & Virágvölgyi, 
2019). Regarding the artistic potential of vernacular photographs, Lutz (2019) argues 
that, “when thoughtfully collected, they have a seemingly boundless capacity to entice, 
inspire, and bemuse us” (p. 13). In 2019, the Hungarian National Gallery’s Every Past is 
My Past exhibition, which exclusively featured vernacular photographs from the 
Fortepan archive, was regarded as one of the most successful exhibitions in the museum’s 
recent history, and it was extended approximately one month past its original run dates 
due to its immense 59,856 person attendance (Török, 2019) signaling the popularity of 
curated vernacular photographs with Hungarian citizens and international visitors alike 
(Magyar Nemzeti Gáleria, Hungarian National Gallery, 2019). This exhibition marked an 
important collaboration between a major art institution and an independent public archive 
specifically geared toward preserving vernacular photographs and documenting everyday 
life through a crowdsourced database. 
Furthermore, a wave of scholarship has expanded the potential impact of 
vernacular photography to understanding emotion, culture, history, and memory. Roland 
Barthes’s (1981) foundational text Camera Lucida articulated the emotional impact that 
vernacular photographs have on viewers through Barthes’s concept of punctum. 
Marianne Hirsch’s (1981, 1999) scholarship explored the value and contributions of 
vernacular photographs towards understanding the functions of family culture, 
documentation, relationships, structure, and their impact on memory. Mette Sandbye 




cultural study. In their 2002 book Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination, 
Annette Kuhn dissected the labor and authority of vernacular photograph collections in 
promoting certain familial narratives, hiding others, and even burying secrets. Kuhn 
explored the fragility of memory and how tension between family members can impact 
the ownership and authority of memory. In all, the last three decades have seen an about-
face in attitudes towards vernacular images as a genre, recognizing vast opportunities for 
scholarship, interpretation, and application. Cross and Peck (2010) summarized the 
present institutional and scholastic attitudes to vernacular photographs this way: “There is 
a growing desire to salvage images produced in ordinary and everyday circumstances by 
ordinary people…Images and perspectives previously denied space in the archive are 
now readily incorporated into its spaces” (p. 128). 
 Vernacular photographs serve as a vehicle for memory due to their ability to 
connect viewers with content depicted in the photograph. Visual and historical 
anthropologist Elizabeth Edwards (2005) highlighted the uniqueness that photographs 
possess as a memory artifact in their ability to translate and transport information from 
past to present. She argued that individual photographs act as interlocutors as they 
“literally unlock memories” for others that “allow people to articulate histories in 
interactive, social ways that would not have emerged in those particular figuration[s] if 
photographs had not existed” (p. 39).  
This process of unlocking can be best described by Jens Ruchatz’s (2008) concept 
of photographic trace, which enables viewers of photographs to find meaning and 




intention of the photograph. With regards to vernacular images, Ruchatz argued that 
readers unassociated with the original context of the photographs “cannot penetrate the 
surface of the photographic image, because they have no access to this private knowledge 
and therefore try to make sense of it by identifying the social codes that are present” (p. 
372). Photographic trace is the process by which individual, autobiographical memories 
are triggered by photographs. Ruchatz summarized this by saying “when a photograph 
refers to the past as not its representation but as its product, it functions more as a 
reminder that triggers or guides remembering than as a memory in itself” (p. 370). In 
other words, this concept outlines how autobiographical memories of the viewer can be 
initiated by photographs of which they have no connection to or previously experience 
with.  
 Just as individual photographs can communicate meaning and trigger memories, 
the same is possible for collective groups of photographs, such as those in family albums. 
Bourdieu (1990) argued that the family album is a unique memory artifact in itself 
because it “expresses the essence of social memory” (p. 30) as a collective artifact, 
organized and presented by family historians. The structure of the album is key to 
memory: 
The images of the past arranged in chronological order, the logical order of social 
memory, evoke and communicate the memory of events which deserve to be 
preserved because the group sees a factor of unification in the monuments of its 




of its present unity from its past: this is why there is nothing more decent, 
reassuring, and edifying than a family album. (p. 31)  
Bourdieu’s recognition of the family as a collective memory device establishes a 
precedent to understand how archives and collections, particularly public archives such as 
Fortepan made from family albums, can be understood and interpreted as memory 
devices themselves. 
  To summarize, I have positioned this thesis within the discipline of cultural 
memory studies as it is a growing, interdisciplinary field of scholarship. Cultural memory 
studies treats autobiographical and historical memory as contextually intertwined, 
outlining the foundational interplay between them. The democratization of cultural 
memory institutions, particularly through photo exhibitions and photo archives like 
Fortepan and Fortepan Iowa, articulates the necessity of autobiographical memory and its 
role in contributing to a rich, complex, and diverse collective, historical memory. As a 
vehicle for autobiographical memory, vernacular images, once marginalized and rejected 
by memory institutions, are now regarded as valuable cultural artifacts which present 
compelling and expansive possibilities for new scholarship and preservation (Shapiro & 
Wax, 2018; Shapiro, 2020). Thus, this thesis comes at an appropriate time when scholars, 
curators, and collectors are exploring the potential and power of vernacular photographs 
in society, and specifically as artifacts which contribute to a dynamic historical memory. 
This foundation establishes the scholastic potential of vernacular photographs, wheat 
pasted in the public sphere as objects that situate the viewer directly within the interplay 





PASTED MURALS AS AN EPHEMERAL MODALITY 
Wheat pasting is a method of modern graffiti street art that uses a homemade 
paste (made from a mixture of flour, water, and sugar) to glue images and art pieces to 
public surfaces. It was used as a means for disseminating posters and pamphlets during 
the early print era. As a postmodern art form in the United States, wheat pasting has its 
roots in the boroughs, rail yards, and subway tunnels of New York City’s graffiti 
movement, which was closely tied to the hip-hop, breakdancing, and skateboarding 
subcultures that emerged during the 1970s and 1980s (Bruce, 2019; Silver, 1983).  
After the anonymous artist Taki 183 began tagging their name on MTA subway 
trains with spray paint, graffiti practically exploded overnight, with writers (those who 
wrote graffiti) claiming subway cars as their moving canvases (Bruce, 2019; Silver, 
1983). Through graffiti, members of the public became artists, bombing trains and 
locations with their name (Figure 2) – not as a claim to territory, but as a declaration of 






Figure 2 An example of graffiti on an MTA subway car in New York City. 
Note: The name “SEEN” in purple and gold font. 
Image © Henry Chalfant; permission for use granted by artist (Appendix E) 
 
As one writer said in the breakthrough 1983 documentary Style Wars:  
it’s a matter of bombing, knowing that I can do it, you know every time I get in 
the train almost every day I see my name I say ‘yeah you know it I was there, I 
bombed it’ – it’s for me, it’s not for nobody else to see – I don’t care about 
nobody else seeing it or the fact if they can read it or not – it’s for me and other 
graffiti writers that we can read it. (as cited in Silver, 1983) 
In other words, graffiti was an anonymous declaration of the existence of the individual 
in a city of millions: a bold, colorful, rebellious expression proclaiming “I exist!” and an 
articulation of affirmation to the writer and part of a collective message of existence to 
those in the graffiti subculture. Trains became a method of communication which spread 
this message of existence to parts of the city the writers had never visited. By the early 
1980s, New York City officials began implementing strategies to prevent graffiti artists 
from accessing trains. Thus, writers and public artists looked for new ways to continue 




they were fast, cheap, and replicable mediums that could easily be designed, produced, 
and installed with a low risk of being caught.  
During this same period, others outside of New York City began to adopt wheat 
pasting as primary method of expression. Robbie Conal, an American guerrilla poster 
artist, used wheat pasting as a method to spread their politically conscious work to the 
masses by organizing and teaching teams of guerrilla artists. Conal (2016) summarized 
the three main goals of wheat pasting as a political tool on their website:  
(1) Mass distribution of our message: The most direct form of unmediated 
expression available – cheap – to underfolks like us; 
(2) Counter-infotainment: A surprise for people on their way to work in the 
morning. Critical ideas where people least expect them; 
(3) Empowerment: For the general public who feel they have no avenues of 
resistance to the dominant power structure, no community support system, no 
ability to change their situation. To change apathy and cynicism to optimism. 
Conal’s efforts highlight wheat pasting as a way to exhibit the power of people making 
art together as a public statement. Wheat pasting is a vehicle for “underfolks,” those 
without political/economic power, to express themselves and engage in the public sphere. 
In the process of wheat pasting, individuals bypass the restrictions of authority, 
economics, class, and permissions to produce socially conscious art that speaks to the 
experiences of individuals and the collective. Just as the social movements of the 1960s, 
70s, and 80s led to the democratization of history, the emergence and development of 




Street art reclaims public space by and for the public. The media of street art 
contest the notion that art can only reside in a museum or gallery; instead, street art 
proclaims that art must reach beyond the walls of GLAM institutions and that public 
space is a place for art, particularly for art created by members of the public. A prime 
example is the work of world-renowned pseudonymous street artist Banksy, whose 
thought provoking and visually compelling graffiti work has redefined the aesthetic 
potential of street art and reclaimed mundane urban environments as a place for art 
(Hansen & Danny, 2015). Just as galleries, museums, and archives have curated what 
historical memories are remembered and forgotten, the GLAM institutions curate what 
can occupy public space.  
According to American street artist Shepard Fairey, “street art is any art that is 
done in public. But what it’s really about is democratizing art – making art accessible. 
Saying that there’s room for more in public space than just commercial advertising and 
government signage” (as cited in Moll, 2017). This reclamation of space from 
commercial and government forces is prominent in Fairey’s early work on billboards, in 
which Fairey would paste over advertisements and political signs with his own art. Most 
notable is Fairey’s pasting of his Andre the Giant portrait over the head of then mayoral 
candidate Buddy Cianci in Providence, Rhode Island. In this example, Fairey’s wheat 
pasting reclaimed the space both visually and physically as a public space by rejecting the 





In the mid-2000s, an anonymous French street artist known as JR began their 
career by tagging buildings and rooftops throughout Paris like the graffiti artists of New 
York City. After picking up a misplaced camera in the Paris subway, JR began 
documenting their tagging as a fledgling photographer (Thompson, 2015). Soon after, 
they began to integrate wheat pasted photographs into their public graffiti art, merging 
the two media together. In their first public exhibition (illegal of course), JR pasted 
images of colleagues tagging various sites around Paris (many of which were in and on 
the subway) and then outlining them with spray paint (Thompson, 2015). In the 
exhibition Expo 2 Rue, JR transformed public spaces into makeshift photo galleries, 
primarily installed on construction walls in densely populated, tourist areas such as the 
Champs-Elysées. Once the obtrusive murals were removed, only the frames and JR’s 
signature remained (Figure 3) – leaving a lasting, undeniable mark of the artist’s presence 
to those who knew JR, and a mysterious, anonymous mark to everyone else – similar to 
the anonymous names painted on the subway cars of New York City. Just like the work 
of the New York graffiti writers, JR’s early work in Expo 2 Rue reflected an individualist 
proclamation of existence. However, as their work began to expand globally, it 






Figure 3 Remnants of Expo 2 Rue by JR following the removal of pasted photographs, 
which left spray painted graffiti behind. 
Image © JR; permission for use granted by artist (Appendix E) 
 
JR continued to develop skills with the camera and expanded their work into 
portraiture, using wheat pasting and photography as a method for social and political 
commentary. In Portrait of a Generation, JR photographed young black children in Les 
Bosquets, Montfermeil, an economically depressed suburb of Paris. In a stroke of 
coincidence, their first large pasting, featuring a black man pointing a video camera (as if 
it were a gun) to the photographer’s camera, became the backdrop of a deadly incident in 
which two young boys were electrocuted while hiding in an electric substation from 




10,000 cars in the suburbs alone (Thompson, 2015). As a response to the Minister of the 
Interior calling the rioters racaille, or “scum,” JR photographed and pasted murals of the 
suburb's children inhabitants making “scary faces to caricature themselves” (Thompson, 
2015, p. 54) in an effort to challenge media portrayals of the children from that area. 
Here, public art became a vehicle for social and political commentary through the 
residents of the neighborhood. 
Following Portrait of a Generation, JR began traveling the world creating similar 
installations directly tied to place as social commentary, aiming to highlight the existence 
and identities of people who were marginalized or excluded in their own communities. 
The large exhibits on border walls, for example, which portray portraits of unidentified 
Israeli and Palestinian citizens (Face 2 Face) or images of migrant children (Migrants) 
speak to the conflicts in these areas; the border wall is an integral, physical, structural 
component of the piece (Figure 4). Similarly, the shared, communal table in Migrants, 
positioned across the U.S. Mexican border becomes a social commentary piece because 






Figure 4 Migrants by JR. 
Image © JR; permission for use granted by artist (Appendix E) 
 
JR’s murals strike a balance between the content of the art and the context of the 
art’s environment. Wheat pasting on roofs, moving train cars, and shipping containers on 
massive ships, JR’s murals reinvented wheat pasting as an art form and cultivated global 
recognition, including commissions form the world’s most famous cultural institutions. 
Their 2019 The Secret of the Great Pyramid anamorphic installation at the Louvre is a 
reminder that street art now has a place alongside the works of Leonardo da Vinci and 
Monet (Thompson, 2015; Figure 5). In total, JR’s work has expanded the visual and 
aesthetic language of wheat pasting and redefined the limits of what can be created using 






Figure 5 JR au Louvre, 2019 
Note: I am pictured second from the right of JR (dressed in black) who is standing in the 
center of the image. Image © JR; permission for use granted by artist (Appendix E) 
 
In summary, the development of modern wheat pasting as a method of street art is 
derived from an individual’s ability to artistically express themselves in public spaces. 
Born out of accessibility to the masses, paper and glue are a vehicle for social justice, 
political commentary, artistic expression, revisionist history, critical perspectives, and 
public empowerment. Wheat pasting combines content and context, creating a sensational 
conduit for expression relative to public space. Furthermore, the impact of the art is 




institutional and power restrictions to come together to produce art from their own 
beliefs, ideas, and experiences. 
Ephemerality of Wheat Pasting 
The final and, for the purpose of this thesis, most crucial characteristic of 
wheatpasting as a modality is its emphermarily. Ephemerality has two functions in wheat 
pasted murals: the guarenteed physical decomposition of the mural (the work will change 
and disappear) and the contributions of ephermality to the conceptual structure of the 
mural, or how the disappearance of the mural contributes to the overall meaning and 
impact of the work. I begin with a summary of Caitlin Bruce’s (2019) work which asserts 
that public art creates spaces for encounter. To articulate the physical function of 
ephemerality, I look to Young’s (1992) criteria for counter monument design, arguing 
that wheat pasted murals are counter monuments. Likewise, I position ephemeral pasted 
murals within Shapiro’s concept of the fourth death to examine the concpetual 
contriubtions of ephemerality to the modality of wheat paste murals.  
Ephemerality is a defining charactieristic of wheat pasting because it challenges 
the permanence associated with traditional art and plays an integral role in the 
establishment of the mural’s environment as a space for encounter. Caitlin Bruce (2019), 
a communication scholar and who specializes in graffiti and mural street art, examined 
these spaces as opportunities for public interaction. These spaces for encounter  
acknowledge how space and living beings play an active role and agentive role in 




be spectacular and involved, diverting and convivial, or they might not lead 
anywhere at all. (p. 3) 
The key is that public art presents opportunities for spontaneous interaction that 
otherwise might not occur. Bruce provided a variety of examples of interactions that they 
witnessed in spaces of public art: the relationship between viewers and the artist’s 
depiction of grief following 9/11; the interaction between the work of different artists in a 
single space; the bureaucratic interactions between street artists and city government; and 
even an interaction of mentorship as three old-school writers coached a new school writer 
(2019). Bruce argued that these interactions, facilitated through public expression, are 
important for publics to work together in addressing social and political inequalities. 
Bruce described these interactions as part of a process between the art, the environment, 
and the viewer. They argue that “public art is a form of communication wherein 
creativity, affect, relationality, spatial context, and disagreements are crucial to the 
production process” (p. 4). Thus, the art is more than its physical dimensions.  
For example, during a 2018 visit to New Orleans, I stumbled upon a series of 
wheat paste poster murals that promoted critical narratives of local history through text 
and illustrations. The murals appeared out of nowhere – covering a plywood construction 
wall next to a busy avenue. As a tourist, the murals provided a stark, vernacular contrast 
to the (mostly) scripted narration on the tour bus. Even more poignant was the clear 
evidence of human efforts to deface or destroy the murals marked by the intentional tears 
and rips across the paper; it was almost impossible to find a complete poster in which all 




destroy this, to make it unreadable?” The process of searching for readable text was an 
important part of my encounter with the art because it required effort. These murals 
exhibit a process which includes a variety of interactions between myself, the art, and 
other members of the public which collectively influence my experience.  
 
 





As I discovered from a tag in the bottom left corner, the murals were part of a 
larger project organized by Paper Monuments, a local organization that invites citizens 
and artists to “imagine new monuments for New Orleans” by wheat pasting murals 
throughout the city (Paper Monuments, n.d.). The posters are  
designed to elevate the voices of the people of New Orleans, as a critical process 
towards creating new narratives and symbols of our city that represent our 
collective visions, and to honor the erased histories of the people, events, 
movements, and places that have made up the past 300 years as we look to the 
future. (Paper Monuments, n.d.) 
Initially, I found the naming of the organization, Paper Monuments, a bit peculiar. 
However, upon reflection, these murals achieve the classification of monument based on 
James Young’s conception of counter-monument practice. 
In their formative work The Counter-Monument: Memory Against Itself in 
Germany Today, James Young (1992) examined the work of two prominent counter 
monuments in post National-Socialist Germany meant to reverse the nation’s previous 
monumental design practices. In the analysis, Young proposed four main criteria for self-
contained counter monuments. These criteria require counter-monuments to (1) be non-
didactic, (2) be positioned or erected in a mundane space(s), (3) reject traditional 
monumental architecture, and, most importantly, (4) place the responsibility of memory 





First, they are non-didactic because they facilitate spaces for encounter and invite 
collective interpretation, as well as enable vernacular stories, challenging a single 
narrative approach. Additionally, the ephemerality of wheat pasted murals prevent a 
permanent authority associated with didactic monuments. Ephemeral murals challenge 
this approach by demanding the viewers’ attention as the murals will disappear.   
Second, wheat pasted murals are traditionally installed in mundane spaces. As 
exhibited in the examples provided, pastings can (and typically do) appear in unexpected 
places like construction sites, derelict buildings, alleyways, and building surfaces 
throughout the urban environment. Installed with paper and glue, wheat pasted murals 
reject traditional monumental architecture and construction materials through their 
impermanence and accessibility.  
Third, wheat pasted murals reject the gravitas and formality of traditional 
monumental architecture designed by professionals because the murals are often installed 
by members of the public or volunteers. Members of the public with little to no skill can 
“construct” a wheat paste mural. Made of paper, not of stone and metal, the murals are 
anything but traditional. 
Finally, and most importantly, wheat pasted murals place the responsibility of 
memory in the viewer due to their ephemerality. Because the pasted murals decompose 
and disappear, the act of remembering falls upon the viewer to recall, interpret, and share 
their experience with the piece. Wheat pasted murals’ efficacy as a monument comes not 
from their ability to withstand time and damage, but in their ability to connect with the 




itself. Therefore, physical ephemerality plays an important role in defining the modality 
as an art form. The ephemerality of wheat pasted murals exhibits a powerful physical role 
to position them as publicly created counter monuments. 
The second function of ephemerality relates to ephemerality’s ability to contribute 
to the conceptual development of the mural. Author Bill Shapiro (2020) has described his 
fascination with collecting, curating, and archiving vernacular photographs, and has 
articulated his love-hate relationship toward the images he collects, as they make clear 
the incessant march of time. Shapiro explained, “They remind me of time going by. They 
remind me of what I had and what’s gone. These pictures warn me of how fast and fragile 
those moments are” (p. 18). Shapiro looks towards David Eagleman’s (2020) concept of 
the three deaths: (1) the end of the functioning body, (2) the consignment of the body to 
the grave, and (3) the last time that the person’s name is spoken. But, Shapiro proposed a 
4th death: “the moment the last remaining picture of you is seen for the final time” (p. 18). 
This concept is an appropriate metaphor for the conceptual function of ephemerality in 
pasted murals. The fading and decomposition of murals, particularly those of archival 
photographs, metaphorically speak to the process of the 4th death through their own 
physical decomposition. Just as the final viewing of a person’s photograph represents 
their final death, the fading of the mural into obscurity is a physical representation of a 
person’s eventual disappearance through the 4th death.  
A primary example of the physical and conceptual ephemerality of wheat pasting 
is JR’s Unframed exhibition. Using archival photographs taken from Ellis Island (Figure 




a century later. The murals strike an aesthetic chord between the environment, a derelict 
hospital slowly decomposing, and the paper art which will eventually fall to the same 
fate. The physical decomposition is a metaphor for time and the fading/disappearance of 
those people (and their memories) who once traveled through this portal to the United 
States. Like the art, those people will eventually disappear; a casualty to time.  
 
 
Figure 7 Unframed by JR, Ellis Island 




Conceptually, ephemerality plays a significant role in an exhibition’s impact, 
considering the space was a place where the futures and histories of families were 
determined. Regarding the project, JR said: “it was crazy to think that the Statue of 
Liberty was so near, and yet so many immigrants died in this hospital or were sent back 
to where they came from” (as cited in Thompson, 2015, p. 190). Pasted in the hospital, 
where many people physically died, the ephemeral murals cast an eerie, haunting 
connection to the ephemerality of memory and to life itself. As someone whose family 
history disappeared prior to my ancestors’ arrival at Ellis Island (due to name changes 
and spelling), JR’s pastings emphasize a distance and intangibility of the memories lost at 
Ellis Island. Ultimately, Unframed cultivates a potent connection between ephemerality, 
memory, time, and existence related to a specific place. 
To summarize, wheat pasting as a postmodern method of street art was born from 
a need of individuals to express their agency and existence in the public sphere. Artists 
like Robbie Conal and JR have specifically used wheat pasting as a means for public and 
social commentary though a powerful combination between subject, art, methodology, 
and environment. At the core of the wheat pasting method is the component of 
ephemerality which complicates the experience of both the artist and the viewer by 
creating spaces for encounter, categorizing the method as an example of counter 
monument structure, and by adding conceptual depth and vision to the ideas, messages., 
and metaphorical impact crafted through wheat pasted murals. I now turn to a detailed 







The methodology chapter outlines the development of the mural exhibition in 
three distinct sections: a) design, b) proposal, and c) execution. Each of these sections 
highlight components of the creative process as well as observations I made during the 
creative production phase of the thesis.   
Design 
 I selected the city of Cedar Falls for the exhibition as the project was funded in 
part by the Iowa Arts Council and a Cedar Falls Community Betterment grant. I began 
the design process with an initial site visit to scout locations throughout the Cedar Falls 
Main Street business district. The downtown district was chosen because of five main 
factors: 
(1) high concentration of foot and vehicular traffic for visual exposure 
(2) a variety of available buildings and surfaces for installation 
(3) a variety of surface types (glass, brick, concrete, concrete block, stone,  
painted surfaces) to examine the efficacy of the murals 
(4) the district’s walkability provides better access for the public to the murals 
(5) a neighborhood partner organization to support the project 
During the site visit, I documented potential locations by taking reference photos of 
possible walls or surfaces. These photographs were necessary as they were used 
throughout the installation process. I also took measurements of the building surfaces to 




individual bricks/blocks on brick and cement block walls to construct dimension 
estimates with reference photos if surfaces were too large to reach with a traditional 
measuring tape. I also noted and measured architectural features such as windows, pipes, 
and ledges to better position the mural between features during the proposal phase. 
I chose approximately 20 buildings as potential sites based on these criteria:  
(1) the access and visibility of the location,  
(2) the shape of the wall surface, and  
(3) the building material of the surface/wall  
To assess site access and visibility, I examined how viewers would come to encounter the 
mural. Some locations exhibited mass visibility; generally larger in size, these locations 
were visible from a variety of positions and locations such as streets, intersections, 
parking lots, or community gathering areas. In contrast, I also sought out locations of 
intimate visibility to be discovered by the viewer. To provide a distinctly different 
viewing experience, these locations were considerably smaller in size and tucked in 
alleyways immediately visible from high traffic areas. All but two of the approved 
locations allowed for tactile interactions where viewers could walk up and touch the 
murals as part of their experience.  
After considering the visibility for the spaces of encounter, I examined the shape 
of the wall/surface for both design and practicality. I prioritized horizontal spaces over 
vertical spaces in an effort to make murals more accessible for volunteers during 
installation by eliminating the need for lifts and ladders. I avoided surfaces with a high 




(such as ledges or windowsills), as they would complicate the installation process and 
disrupt the preferred flat surface for installation.  
The third and most crucial component for scouting mural locations was the 
material surface of the building. I avoided selecting rough surfaces such as stucco, 
uneven brick and mortar, and natural stone as they have disruptions and irregularities in 
the surface area. These disruptions enable gaps and air bubbles to form between the paper 
and the surface that result in unstable adhesion. Instead, surfaces such as glass, smooth 
brick, concrete, cinderblock, stone, and painted surfaces were selected as they enable a 
much smoother and consistent finish for the glue and paper to hold to – resulting in a 
stronger and longer lasting mural. Although the orientation of the building/surface (north, 
southeast, etc.) does impact the exposure of natural elements (such as sun, rain, and 
wind), the surface of the building has shown to be a far greater factor in determining 
mural longevity than the building’s orientation.  
 The scouting process was an important precursor to curating images for the 
exhibition, as it provided context for what shapes and sizes of images would be needed to 
fit the variety of building canvases. I would best describe the image curation process as 
non-linear; there was a constant back-and-forth between searching the Fortepan Iowa 
archive, adding curated images to the “my list” feature on Fortepan Iowa, and dropping 
the photographs into digital mockups of the murals on the walls in Adobe Photoshop. 
When searching for images, I sometimes prioritized the building because it required a 
specially shaped photograph to fit the unique aspect ratio of the surface, such as Picnic on 




that could be divided into 4 sections. In contrast, some images were so captivating that I 
prioritized and drafted them on a variety of walls before I found the appropriate wall. 
In total, I curated approximately 50 images as potential mural pieces, centered 
around the exhibition’s theme of “getting back together” which depicted scenes of people 
engaging in togetherness (e.g., picnics, trips to the park, boat rides, and shared moments 
of joy). The theme served as a guiding light as I ventured into the content-specific 
collections of Fortepan Iowa, looking to explore how Iowans of all different 
backgrounds, classes, and time periods celebrated togetherness and how collectively, the 
murals could exhibit a complicated, nuanced perspective of Iowan identities and stories. 
With this in mind, I specifically sought out images featuring people of color, immigrants, 
and indigenous communities from Iowa as part of my curating effort. Beyond this, while 
I chose some images for their emotionally or aesthetically striking elements that exhibit 
what Barthes called “punctum” (1981) – such as a particularly loving facial expression, 
or the compelling shape and placement of a dark black parasol – I chose others for 
exhibiting poetic scenes of Iowa life depicting meaningful connection between subjects, 
having the potential to inspire recreations by viewers through interesting poses and facial 
expressions, or for their local Cedar Valley connection. In all, the curated collection 
represented the intersectionality of togetherness in Iowa depicted within Fortepan Iowa.  
After selecting the images, I drafted the murals on various buildings with the aim 
to strike a harmonious balance between building and image; I wanted to both recognize 
the architectural features of the building and emphasize the photo’s visual content. The 




While the image is compelling, the edges of the mural are not sensitive to any of the 
architectural features of the space, other than the lines of the concrete columns.  
 
 
Figure 8 Dancing in the Street by Isaac Campbell 
 
In a way, the mural has been “slapped” on the wall like a sticker and resembles a foreign 
object that does not belong in this environment. In contrast, Figure 9, which is bound by 
the architectural features of the boarded-up windows, creates a natural balance between 
the environment and the mural. Determining this balance is key to cultivating a pleasant, 




For these murals, I utilized two specific artistic approaches: full bleed and cutout 
murals. I designed full bleed murals to preserve the photograph’s rectangular shape and 
fill the architectural space. Full bleed murals required a space with rectangular boarders, 
such as window frames or wall edges (Figure 9). Because the full bleed image spans the 
entire surface, I carefully avoided unpleasant image disruptions (such as splitting 
someone’s face) by positioning and sizing the image to all of the physical characteristics 
of the space. Full bleed results in a gallery style exhibition, where window frames and 
building surfaces act as literal “frames” for the rectangular images.  
 
 




In contrast, cutout murals physically “cut-out” the subject from the photograph, 
bringing unique attention to the subject and create compelling shapes for wheat pasting. 
For these cutout murals, I positioned the photo to create and preserve balance between 
the mural and the building. For example, I placed images framed with a hard edge 
parallel to hard edges on the proposed wall. I placed River Cruise in Iowa on the ground 
to better imitate a boat floating on the river, covered in places behind vegetation (Figure 
10). Overall, finding the balance between image and building requires sensitivity to the 
architectural features of the building and the visual content of the photograph.  
 
 





In addition to cultivating balance between the image and the building, I aimed to 
cultivate harmony between separate murals. Just as Bourdieu (1990) and Sandbye (2014) 
identified an intentionality in placing images within a family album to communicate 
stories and family relationships between groups of images, the same is relevant for 
murals within proximity to one another. Take for example the Third Street parking lot, 
which featured three murals visible from one location. I didn’t take into account the 
contextuality of the space in my initial image selections. By selecting images that only 
featured white subjects, I had created tension by inadvertently claiming this large space, 
spanning three large murals, as a “white only” space. Mural placement demanded a 
sensitivity that recognized the relationship of murals with one another in the same way 
that one curates a family album to tell stories, share narratives, and build off of the visual 
content of the images around them. 
One of the key observations and takeaways from the design process was the 
intimate and ongoing relationship between image and building – specifically, when 
buildings would accept or reject images. Previously, I described when images and 
buildings would harmoniously fall into place – such as the picnic image on 315 Main. 
However, far more prominent was the process of a building “rejecting” the photograph – 
a sort of aesthetic denial of the image on that building surface. Even after fulfilling my 
curatorial goals and cultivating some level of architectural balance on the building, I 
found that on returning to the design composites the next day, some drafts simply would 
not hold up their sense of imagination, curiosity, or connection to the viewer as a mural. 




edited sequence and, after taking a few days, return to find that it didn’t work. Whenever 
I felt a building or space ultimately rejected an image, I recognized that the entire process 
required time – time to let the draft mature and see if it was still as compelling as when I 
originally envisioned it.  
In total, the design process represented the bulk of my conceptual labor in 
preparing the exhibition. I selected sites based on their visibility, building materials, 
surface conditions, and proximity to one another. I curated photos that would create a 
balance between the image and the space, utilizing two distinct types of murals. The 
images I chose needed to communicate powerfully as individual murals, but also 
communicate collectively as part of an exhibition. Most important in this process is the 
role of time – time to explore, curate, prepare, draft, revise, draft again, revise again – to 
create murals that inspire individually and as a collective.  
Proposal 
 The proposal section of the creative process is contingent on the location of the 
installations. This section will highlight my work to get the exhibition approved by the 
city of Cedar Falls. Each community is unique and has different rules and protocols with 
regards to public art. For Cedar Falls, I looked to local officials and community 
organizers to help assist in the development of this project. 
Unlike my previous installation in Ottumwa, where I had personal relationships 
with many of the business owners, I had very few personal relationships with community 
leaders in Cedar Falls. To help navigate the process and facilitate introductions, I reached 




downtown Cedar Falls. This partnership turned out to be invaluable during the proposal 
process. Bear acted as a liaison between business owners and myself, actively pitched the 
project to building owners, and helped select buildings for murals by telling me which 
locations and owners were easier to work with. During the installation period, Bear 
would also promote the project on the Community Main Street social media accounts. 
Most importantly though was the endorsement by Bear and Community Main Street 
through their involvement with the project. Partnering with such a connected and 
respected organization brought legitimacy to the project and certainly aided in the 
proposal and review processes with the Planning and Zoning commission and the City 
Council. As a visiting artist with few personal connections in Cedar Falls, partnering with 
Bear and Community Main Street was a critical component to the success of the project. 
 As I met with each building owner, each relationship was strikingly unique. Some 
owners were thrilled with the project and took a very hands-off approach, awarding me 
complete creative autonomy. Other owners wanted to approve images before installation. 
Some communicated exclusively by email, others only by phone, and some never 
responded to emails and needed me to find them at the store in person. Keeping a detailed 
record of the stages of communication for each mural (introduction, draft, proposal, final 
proposal, final approval) was a key factor in obtaining all the necessary permissions from 
building owners needed for the city. Of the 15 buildings I proposed, 10 were approved by 
business owners – with one business reversing their decision days before the install, 
resulting in 9 total murals. I found that such a diverse and dynamic group of business 




In addition to keeping a communication record with owners, I input all of the 
locations into a shareable Google Map which featured dropped pins highlighting the 
locations. I used this program to keep track of site locations, dimensions, and the status of 
the mural (red for denied, yellow for discussion, green for approved). The visual map 
gave me a big-picture overview on how the locations were developing as a walking tour-
style exhibition and was an important component to the workflow of the project. 
With regards to Cedar Falls, there were significant bureaucratic checkpoints that I 
needed to complete for the exhibition to move forward. Although the murals were on 
privately-owned buildings, the murals were considered public art installations and 
required public discussion and city approval to legally install the murals. This process 
included a formal written proposal (including images and renderings) to the Planning and 
Zoning commission approximately 1.5 months prior to installation. The proposal was 
submitted on March 29, 2021, and included a letter of intent, a project overview, a list of 
proposed locations (including contact information for building owners/tenants), a map 
overview of the exhibition, a proposed site rendering for each of the fifteen proposed 
locations, and an image appendix. Due to timing issues, I could not confirm all of the 
sites and renderings in time for the submission date. To navigate this, I inserted a clause 
into the proposal explaining that the murals featured in the renderings were 
interchangeable and directed readers to a list of curated images in the proposal’s 
appendix. In other words, the proposal outlined 15 potential locations and 26 potential 
images for murals; the Planning and Zoning commission and City Council were thus 




approving specific murals on specific buildings. This clause satisfied the needs for the 
city while allowing me the creative flexibility to continue refining the project as 
relationships with business owners changed and developed. Following a live presentation 
to Planning and Zoning commission on April 14, 2021, (in person and also aired on 
Public Access TV Channel 14) and Q&A, the commission provided a recommendation, 
free of adaptations or requests, to the City Council to approve the project as written. The 
project was presented to the Cedar Falls City Council on April 19, 2021, where it was 
approved without discussion.    
Execution 
 The execution section outlines my process of preparing images for print, making 
the wheat paste, organizing volunteers, installing techniques, and attributing the images. 
This section will serve as a guide for anyone wishing to make a wheat paste mural. 
To prepare images for print, each pasting requires a unique Photoshop file built to 
the size specifications measured in the design phase. When inputting the dimensions, it is 
important to use a consistent scale (inches) as well as resolution (pixels per inch). In my 
case, image resolution, which determines the quality of the print, ranged between 50 
pixels per inch and 100 pixels per inch. Because the murals are typically viewed from a 
distance, the resolution can be lower than normal high quality prints (approximately 150 
ppi – 300 ppi). For medium to large scale murals (more than 12 feet) this range was a 
necessity, as the file size increased exponentially and could potentially crash the 




the Fortepan Iowa scanned image in the project, converted it to a smart object (to retain 
quality), and scaled it to the necessary size to fit within the dimensions of the project file.  
After making minor visual adjustments (touch ups, changing brightness/contrast 
of the image), I determined the orientation of the prints (either vertical or horizontal). I 
designed all of the murals horizontally as would be easier to install – this is because a 
majority of the surfaces, especially brick/block surfaces, have guidelines built in with the 
mortar that the strips of paper can follow to keep installation consistent and level. The 
printing company I used, Rapids Reproductions in Cedar Falls, uses 3’ wide by up to 25’ 
long sheets of 20lb paper. To accommodate for margins (printers cannot print all the way 
to the edge of the paper), I subtract two inches from each of those dimensions to create 
the printable area. Therefore, the printable area for each strip of paper is 34” wide by up 
to 298” long. I translate those increments into guides on the Adobe Photoshop project, 
which designate where I cut the strips. Thus, starting with 0”, I insert horizontal guides 
every 34” inches until I divide the entire sheet horizontally. None of the pastings 
exceeded 298” long, therefore I had no need for vertical division guides. 
For the final stage, I created a second Adobe Photoshop file using the dimensions 
of the total print area. This accommodates the printable area with the margins. I created a 
new project that was 36” tall (34” + 2” margin) with a length that matched the length of 
the previous mural plus two inches for margins. So, for a project that is 150” long, the 
dimensions of the second Photoshop file would be 36” x 152”. The resolution must match 
the resolution selected from the first project file – if it does not match, then the files will 




second, I simply click and drag the rectangular marquee tool from one corner of the guide 
area to the opposite corner diagonally, copy the selection, open the second project file, 
and paste. If the resolutions match, I then place the selected area in the middle of the new 
project layer, automatically creating a 1” margin around the perimeter of the copied layer. 
I name the layer in the layers panel and repeat with all sections, creating new layers in the 
second Photoshop file. 
Once I copy all the layers into the new project, I format each layer using a filter to 
prepare for printing. Using the color halftone filter (Filter > Pixelate > Color Halftone…), 
I set the max radius to 12 and the screen angles in channels 1 through 4 to 45 degrees. I 
adjust the max radius to control the sizes of the circles. The color halftone essentially 
translates the image into a series of black and white dots – which helps to create a unique 
effect on the printing as well as use less ink from the printer – resulting in more tone 
consistency from the prints. The radius of the color halftone is dependent on the optimal 
viewing distance from the image. For closer images, I use a smaller radius – for images 
far from the viewers, I use a larger radius. After applying the color halftone to each layer, 
I export each layer (File > Export > Layers to Files…) as a .jpg or .pdf file using the 
layers to file function, which “batch exports” each layer of the project to its own 
individual file for printing. Labeling the layers makes it easy for the printer to label the 
rolls of paper when they prepared them for installation. 
 To make the wheat paste, I follow a 1:4 ratio, which I adapted from a variety of 
internet sources (Conal, 2016; JR, 2020; theRIAA, 2009; Wollan, 2020). Each batch 




1 Cup – All Purpose Flour 
1/3 Cup – Cold Water 
4 Cups – Boiling Water 
            2 Tbsp Sugar (for extra stickiness) 
I begin by boiling 4 cups water in a large pot on the stovetop. While waiting for the water 
to boil, I add the flour to a small bowl of 1/3 cup of cold water (rather than adding water 
to the flour) making sure to break up any lumps as it is mixed with an electronic hand 
mixer. When boiling, I whisk the cold mixture as I slowly pour it into the boiling water. 
Once I feel the mixture begins to thicken ever so slightly, I stop pouring the flour 
mixture. To check the efficacy of the paste, I raise the whisk, and if the whisk retains a 
thin film of paste between the wires, I deem the paste thick enough.  
Once the mixture begins to bubble, I turn the heat down to low and continue 
whisking for approximately 10 min. Finally, I add the sugar. My goal is a smooth, silky 
texture, not thick or gloopy. I take the mixture off the heat and continue mixing for 5 
minutes. Once cooled, I strain the paste with a mesh sieve or colander with small holes. 
Straining catches any globules, or small formations of flour that did not mix properly 
(Figure 11). Removing these all but guarantees a silky-smooth paste, resulting in a more 
consistent hold and finish. I store the paste in an airtight container for up to two days. It 





Figure 11 Globules of flour that have been separated from paste using a strainer 
 
 Before installing the wheat paste murals, I visited each site a week before the 
installation to install test samples on the building surfaces. These test samples were 
8.5”x11” sheets of white paper with #gettingbacktogether printed in the middle. Samples 
were glued to inconspicuous parts of the wall to test for discoloration or damage. After 
letting the test strip cure for a few days, I returned and washed off the paper with a bucket 
of warm, soapy water and a soft sponge. When pasting, it is important to be patient 
before trying to remove the test strip, as the water needs to penetrate the glue, the paper, 
and the layer of glue on the back side of the paper before it will come off. Allowing 




the need for a power washer and thus, reduce the potential for damage to the wall. 
Following the tests, all of the walls passed with no visible trace of damage or 
discoloration to the paint or surfaces.  
Volunteers are a key component of the pasting process, especially when the 
murals are installed as a community art piece. Over 20 directors from Main Street 
organizations across Iowa volunteered as part of the installation in Ottumwa in 2017. For 
this project, I utilized the talent of fellow graduate students from the COMMGRAD 6046 
Seminar in Mass Communications: Photographs, Memory, and History, as well as fellow 
colleagues from the University of Northern Iowa Communication & Media Department 
and friends in the area. Overall, approximately 12 student volunteers, along with Bettina 
Fabos, took part in the 3-day installation effort in downtown Cedar Falls. Volunteers 
signed up for 3-hour shifts throughout the day; many of whom signed up for multiple 
shifts over the course of the installation.  
 I began each session with an overview of pasting techniques, explaining what we 
were doing and why the technique was important. I showed the volunteers how to cut the 
paper and the brush technique required to properly adhere the paste to the wall. I then 
organized everyone into two teams: the cutting team and the pasting team, to help 
provide structure and allow volunteers an opportunity to become comfortable with the 
process (or choose something they felt more comfortable with). Approximately halfway 
through the pasting, I offered volunteers the opportunity to change teams to afford them 
the opportunity of working on all parts of the mural. From this process, a few students 




new volunteers and guiding them through the process. After the first twenty minutes or 
so, the teams fell into a positive work flow and the process became very streamlined, 
efficient, fun, and, most importantly, successful.   
 To install the wheat paste murals, I began by checking each surface for debris, 
dirt, or potential hazards (such as nails or sharp objects). Each set of mural prints were 
rolled up in labeled bags, with each roll given a label to match the print file names that 
were sent to the printer. After unrolling a portion of the paper, each section was weighed 
down with 2”x4” boards of lumber to prevent the paper from blowing away or ripping in 
the unpredictable, sometimes violent wind. I then directed the teams as to which side of 
the building we would paste first, beginning with the most constrained edges first. For 
example, if the mural had a hard edge on one side due to the edge of a wall, we would 
begin there. For others, it made sense to begin at the bottom, to provide a consistent base 
for the rest of the mural. The team of volunteers used a combination of scissors and X-
Acto knives to cut out the white sections of the paper from the black dots. It was 
important to cut slightly into the dots as leaving any white space would create a halo 
effect around the figures. Sometimes we had to deal with violet wind, so cutting on the 
ground, as close to the rolls as possible, was especially important.  
With the goal of wheat pasting in manageable sections, we only selected parts of 
the mural at a time, assembling it like a puzzle. The cutting team took a designated 
section of the mural, flipped the paper over so that the unprinted back side was facing up. 




glue, making sure to cover the entire back of the paper.2 Simultaneously, the pasting team 
laid down a thick layer of paste on the wall where the section would be installed. Timing 
here is always crucial; the longer the paste sits on the wall, especially in the hot sun, the 
drier it gets – the longer the paste sits on the paper, the weaker and more prone to ripping 
the paper becomes, so we needed to be quick. Once ready, the cutting team picked the 
mural section up by the edges (making sure to know which way is top) and brought it into 
position. With a final approval from me, or one of the team leaders, the two teams gently 
pressed the paper against the wall, beginning from any sides where the paper matched 
other pieces of paper.  
During placement, the mural was still wet and partially malleable. Therefore, we 
adjusted the paper to match other pieces of paper or readjusted to fit as necessary. When 
adjusting, it was important to move the paper with as much surface area by extending the 
hands and fingers as wide as possible to prevent the (now extremely) delicate paper from 
tearing. It was far better to use this technique to move the paper slowly than to attempt to 
take the paper off the wall once it had begun to adhere to the glue.  
 After installing each paper section, we added a final coat of paste on the surface 
allowing the glue to hydrate the paper from the top side, thus creating a seal for the paper 
                                                 
2 I have since amended the process of installation: rolls of paper should only be cut to trim edges or cutout 
sections; instead of cutting the paper into manageable sections, the paper should be re-rolled until it is 
adhered to the building. When ready to install, the pasting team should apply a thick layer of paste to the 
building only. Simultaneously, after aligning the edges of the new roll, the paper can be rolled in one 
direction, directly applying it to the wall with glue. This eliminates the need to paste the back of the paper. 
Thus, paper rolls are applied as one continuous piece, rather than individual sections which are prone to 
peeling and decomposition. Once the paper is rolled onto the surface completely, the pasting team covers 
the paper with a final layer of glue to seal the paper to the wall. Overall, this technique reduces the time 
needed to install, reduces the opportunities for mistakes to occur (such as a piece being installed 
incorrectly), reduces the opportunities for the paper to rip or tear in the wind, and promotes a more 




between two layers of paste. After we applied the final layer, we searched for air bubbles 
from underneath the paper. If the air bubbles are near the edges, they can generally be 
pushed out using a paint brush. If however, the air bubbles are in the middle of the paper, 
it is best to create a small incision using fingernails, scissors, or an X-Acto knife to let the 
air escape. Removing air bubbles from the pasted mural resulted in a longer lasting hold. 
It should be noted that once a mural is glued, it cannot be re-glued or fixed. The paper 
can only hold so much liquid and repasting a dried or peeling mural (other than tiny, 
small edges) will result in too much glue on the paper and will weigh the mural down, 
ultimately resulting in premature decomposition. Therefore, the key to pasting is focusing 
on diligent and consistent technique the first time. After the murals are installed, a period 
free of precipitation (ideally 2-3 days) is required for the murals to dry and cure correctly.   
For the final step of mural installation, I placed the attribution tags. For this thesis, 
these tags included 4 elements: an artist signature with funding references, an @tag, a 
hashtag, and a linked QR code (Figure 12; Figure 13). I used these 4 elements to connect 
the murals to each other, assist in social media dissemination, and directly link the 
photographs to the Fortepan Iowa archive according to the CC-BY-SA Attribution Share 
Alike license. I used my artist signature to attribute the work back to me as well as 
reference the various bodies that funded and supported the project. This included 
Fortepan Iowa, the Cedar Falls Community Betterment grant, the Iowa Arts Council, and 
the University of Northern Iowa Communication and Media department. Other logos 





Figure 12 Tags used in the exhibition 
 
 






EXHIBITION:…getting back together 
“And every day, the world will drag you by the hand, yelling: ‘This is important! And, 
this is important! You need to worry about this! And this! And, this!’ And each day, it’s 
up to you to yank your hand back, put it over your heart, and say: ‘No. This is what’s 
important.’” (Iain Thomas) 
How do we begin to heal our hearts after more than a year filled with loss, grief, 
depression, anxiety, fear, separation, and loneliness? For many of us, the pain of lost 
memories and abandoned moments together still linger. Just like memories themselves, 
the pasted murals, made from paper, flour, and water, will disappear over time. Some 
may be ripped away by a violent thunderstorm; others may slowly fade until the faces 
become unrecognizable. This period has made clear the incessant march of time and with 
it, the ephemerality of our time together. We cannot return to our distracted, disconnected 
behaviors of the past. We must make a change.  
So, what will you do with the time you have? Were there moments of 
togetherness that you previously took for granted? What must you yank your hand back 
from in order to cultivate memories and relationships with one another? Maybe, just 






Figure 14 “Picnic on Main Street” by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, “FI0002978,” 1907, IA 
by Susan Adam/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Cropped image, applied black and white filter and 
halftone. “Picnic on Main Street” is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/1/FI0002978 
 
Figure 15 "FI0002978" 1907, IA by Susan Adam/Fortepan Iowa, "https://fortepan.us/photo/1/FI0002978," 





Figure 16 "Dinner with Jesse" by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, "FI0001671," 1950, IA by 
Jesse Henderson/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and applied black and white filter 
and halftone. "Dinner with Jesse" is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. 
https://www.fortepan.us/photo/5/FI0001671. 
 
Figure 17 "FI0001671," 1950, IA by Jesse Henderson/Fortepan Iowa, 





Figure 18 "Role Models" by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, "FI0003139," 1923, Walcott, IA 
by Kim Aust/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and applied black and white filter and 
halftone. "Role Models" is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/4/FI0003139. 
 
Figure 19 "FI0003139," 1923, Walcott, IA by Kim Aust/Fortepan Iowa, 






Figure 20 “Up in the Air, Junior Birdwomen” by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, 
“FI0007167, 1986, IA by Brenda Meisenheimer/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and 
applied black and white filter and halftone. “Up in the Air, Junior Birdwomen” is licensed under CC-BY-
SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/6/FI0007167. 
 
Figure 21 “FI0007167,” 1986, IA by Brenda Meisenheimer/Fortepan Iowa, 





Figure 22 “Reunited” by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, “FI0004304,” 1942, Cedar Rapids, 
IA by Dorothy Vislisel/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and applied halftone. 
“Reunited” is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/5/FI0004304. 
 
Figure 23 “FI0004304,” 1942, Cedar Rapids, IA by Dorothy Vislisel/Fortepan Iowa, 





Figure 24 "River Cruise in Iowa” by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, “FI0007617,” 1914, IA 
by Sue LeQuatte/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and applied black and white filter 
and halftone. “River Cruise in Iowa” is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. 
https://fortepan.us/photo/2/FI0007617. 
 
Figure 25 "FI0007617," 1914, IA by Sue LeQuatte/Fortepan Iowa, 






Figure 26 "Watermelon in Summertime" by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image, “FI0003245,” 
1935, Hawkeye, IA by Stacy A. Gary/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background, digitally 
created elbows and arms, and applied black and white filter and halftone. “Watermelon in Summertime” is 
licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/4/FI0003245. 
 
Figure 27 "FI0003245," 1935, Hawkeye, IA by Stacy A. Gary/Fortepan Iowa, 





Figure 28 "Together at Geode State Park" by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original images “FI0007245,” 
1992, Danville, IA by Aaron Pounsavan/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0, and “FI0007246,” 1992, Danville, 
IA by Aaron Pounsavan/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background, overlayed and combined 
images, and applied black and white filter and halftone. “Together at Geode State Park” is licensed under 
CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/photo/6/FI0007245 and https://fortepan.us/photo/7/FI0007246. 
 
 
Figure 29 "FI0007245,” 1992, Danville, IA by 




Figure 30 "FI0007246," 1992, Danville, IA by 









Figure 31 "Humankind" by Isaac Campbell. Based on the original image “FI0002841,” 1980, Ames, IA by 
Margaret Satre/Fortepan Iowa, CC-BY-SA 4.0. Removed background and applied black and white filter 
and halftone. “Humankind” is licensed under CC-BY-SA 4.0. https://fortepan.us/6/FI0002841. 
 
Figure 32 "FI0002841," 1980, Ames, IA by Margaret Satre/Fortepan Iowa, 







As I complete this thesis, it has been approximately three months since the murals 
were installed. During this period, the murals have accomplished significant goals within 
the Cedar Falls community. Throughout the proposal and installation periods, they 
facilitated an introduction of ephemeral public art to local business owners, public and 
city government officials, and community leaders. During this time, I was approached by 
multiple community members who expressed their excitement over the murals as 
“stepping stones” for future public art and mural projects. The murals engaged local 
citizens and visitors by appearing in mundane, public locations. Since their installation, 
the murals have captured the attention of local and state media outlets and publications, 
with stories by NBC/KWWL-7 News in Waterloo, ABC/KCRG-9 News in Cedar Rapids, 
and a dedicated profile in the University of Northern Iowa’s Inside UNI. The profile, 
which contained photographs of the murals, was broadcast to the University’s global 
alumni network and audience on Twitter, Instagram, and email campaigns with 
international organizations such as the Hungarian Fulbright Commission in Budapest 
distributing the story. Thus, the murals’ reach and message expanded far beyond the UNI 
and Cedar Falls community.  
To date, eight of the 9 murals still stand – for how long however, is still a 
mystery. Regardless of their physical condition, the …getting back together murals act as 
artifacts of democratization, transform public spaces into places for encounter, and offer a 




 The wheat pasted murals are emblematic of democratization (Nora, 1989) both in 
terms of art and history. As previously discussed, methods of street art such as graffiti, 
stickers, and wheat pastings democratize the process of art because they enable members 
of the public to contribute to the creation and dissemination of art by circumnavigating 
financial and technical barriers. The …getting back together murals achieve both of these 
criteria. The installation of the murals only required common household tools such as 
scissors, X-Acto knives, buckets, paint brushes, and step ladders. Glue ingredients came 
from household supplies of flour and sugar along with city tap water. The total cost for 
approximately 1,473 square feet of printed material was $324.06.  
In addition to the accessible cost of the installation, the true democratization of 
the art occurs with the volunteers who helped install it. Excluding myself and Bettina 
Fabos who trained the team, all of the volunteers had little to no experience in wheat 
pasting. Most had never participated in a public art project or in producing art in general; 
some of whom even commented on the pleasure of reconnecting with analog methods of 
creation following an intense year in graduate school. Upended by the Covid-19 
pandemic, which demanded the integration of digital technology into the functions of the 
university and society as a whole, some graduate students told me they felt refreshed to 
use their hands, scissors, and paint brushes to collaboratively create with others – rather 
than computer mice, keyboards, and webcams. When possible, I focused on directing 
volunteers in the installation; through their collective efforts, the murals became an 




completion of each mural, I took a photo of the team in front of their piece as an 
affirmation of their collective effort.  
 The mural installations further represent the democratization of art because they 
are sourced from original photographs taken by amateur family photographers. In the 
broader context, the recognition of vernacular snapshots as poetic, inspiring, valuable 
pieces of art reject the former attitude that museum quality photographic art must be 
produced by trained professionals. Furthermore, the act of remixing the photograph into a 
mural is the democratization of art itself. Through the CC-BY-SA Attribution Share 
Alike license, artists like myself are invited to reimagine, reinterpret, and remix the 
photographic artifact into a new version of itself. The openness and sharing enabled by 
the financial-free limitations of the Creative Commons, afforded to anyone, anywhere, is 
the epitome of the democratization of art.   
 Historically speaking, the content of the murals represents the autobiographical 
memory of everyday people. Each mural lifts up the ordinary activities of the everyday – 
picnics, eating watermelon, a hug, or even a collective handstand, as extraordinary – as 
something to return to and reflect on in response to our growing overconsumption of 
technology. The murals ask visitors to consider that healing and humanity come not from 
gaining capital, but from the experiences shared together in the presence of each other. In 
…getting back together, the murals feature members of the working class, the middle 
class, women, Black Americans and Asian Americans – all groups routinely marginalized 
by the institutions dominated and controlled by powerful white men. When positioned as 




worthy of celebration and inclusion in our collective narratives and public discussions. 
The act of pasting anything, especially when larger than life, asserts a monumental status 
of that person, action, or activity.  
A few weeks after completing the murals, I was approached by organizers in a 
community who wanted to erect wheat paste murals of famous figures, such as former 
U.S. presidents or recognized leaders, who had a past presence in their community; 
seemingly, this felt like an affirmation of the community through the famous figure. 
Vernacular images as murals reverse this by affirming the existence and memory of 
everyday people through place and scale. They raise up the average, the everyday, the 
“nobody” as an important figure, worthy of admiration, exploration, and reflection. 
Additionally, the murals cultivate questions that challenge what and who should be 
memorialized like: Who is this? Why them? Why are they important enough to be here? 
In short, the answer is simple: because local history matters. The memories, experiences, 
and stories of everyday people matter.  
 Therefore, wheat paste murals of vernacular snapshots present a compelling 
articulation of the democratization of art and history through both process and content. 
They are financially accessible to create, they invited everyday people of any skill level 
to participate collectively, and they represent the potential for collaborative, shared works 
through the Creative Commons. The content of the murals lift up the everyday as 
extraordinary, and the autobiographical memories, identities, and existence of people in 




 Second, the murals in …getting back together transform public spaces into spaces 
for encounter by inviting members of the public to connect with broader social issues 
(particularly regarding race), to connect with other social groups, and to contextualize 
issues collectively as the public. For this section, I will focus specifically on two murals: 
Together at Geode State Park installed on Second State Brewing Company (203 State 
Street) and Dinner with Jesse installed on the Tea Cellar (209 State Street). From the 
beginning, Together at Geode State Park was at risk. The building’s brick façade was 
rough and uneven. However, it presented an opportunity to try a new approach to the 
pasting technique where the paper was pressed into the grooves and ridges of the brick, 
creating small rips and tears, enabling more surface area of the paper to touch the brick. 
Given the location’s mass visibility, I found it was valuable opportunity to experiment 
and decided to proceed. Ultimately, Together at Geode State Park lasted 48 hours before 
the paper separated from the building (Figure 33). Almost immediately after, I received 
concerned responses from members of the community in emails and text messages that 
the mural was coming down. I assured them that this was to be expected given the 
surface of the building. However, as I later became aware, the immediacy of their 





Figure 33 Together at Geode State Park, decomposing 
 
Together at Geode State Park was the only mural in the exhibition which clearly 
featured Asian subjects. I became aware that rumors and concerns had spread that the 
sudden decomposition, distinctly more severe than the other murals, was related to an act 
of vandalism, relative to the recent uptick in violence toward Asians throughout the 
United States. By this time, some of the other murals had shown minor wear and tear 
from vandalism – but the exclusive concern surrounding the disappearance of the mural 




members of the Cedar Falls community and the greater public’s social issues because of 
the mural’s Asian subjects and the mural’s sudden disappearance.  
 
 
Figure 34 Together at Geode State Park, decomposing 
 
Following along with Bruce’s assessment of public murals as places for 
encounter, Dinner with Jesse, located at the Tea Cellar, facilitated numerous meetings 
between groups and individuals in the public space. During my initial consultation with 
the business owner, in which I suggested a pasting of two young children in dresses 
enjoying a tea party, the owner and I discussed the role of gender in running a tea related 
business. The owner explained the problematic consequences of alienating part of the 




parties”. It was a surprisingly eye opening and valuable discussion, especially from my 
perspective in understanding the sensitivity related to selecting images for locations as an 
artist – and that just because the content of the photograph “matches” the type or goal of 
a business, it doesn’t mean that the image is appropriate or absolved of stereotyping. 
After a few variations, the owner and I came to an agreement on a special image 
of the late Jesse Cosby, an influential figure in Waterloo, Iowa, holding a dinner party. In 
the end, Dinner with Jesse became a place for encounter. Following the mural’s 
construction, the owner reported to me that a group of family members and those 
associated with the Cosby Center in Waterloo came over to Cedar Falls to witness the 
mural. Not only that, but after meeting and speaking directly with the business owner, the 
group patronized the business. The owner reciprocated their visit by traveling to the 
Cosby Center in Waterloo to examine potential future collaborations. On May 16th, the 
Tea Cellar began advertising a digital promotion on their Facebook page sharing the story 
of Jesse Cosby, his legacy, and his connection to the Cosby Center in Waterloo to their 
audience and the public at large. Overall, Dinner with Jesse brought together people from 
different social circles, in different communities, to discuss, share, and interpret the 
mural; and in doing so, the mural facilitated discussion and interaction between members 
of the public, the defining characteristic of Bruce’s (2019) space for encounter.   
 Conceptually, the theme of the murals asked members of the public to consider 
their behavior through a lens of togetherness, while also creating spaces for encounter. 
Through the concept of trace (Ruchatz, 2008), which articulates the process in which 




connections with the photograph, the photographs set the viewer up to consider 
togetherness from the perspective of their own memories and experiences. This 
experience is the interplay of autobiographical and historical memory at work; through 
trace, viewers are invited to consider the connections between their everyday experiences 
and memories and the images memorialized on the sides of buildings. In turn, this invites 
the viewer to consider their everyday memories as meaningful – as part of a collective 
identity and history.  
In the project description, I reference the public issue of collective disconnection 
between members in the public, intensified by the loss, grief, and fear during the Covid-
19 pandemic. Installed throughout the Main Street area, …getting back together reclaims 
the public downtown area as a space not just for commerce, but for the public to 
recognize and discuss social issues. This fulfills Bruce’s requirement which says “spaces 
for encounter function to reactivate the sense of the contingent in social and political 
space” (p. 3). Although I pose questions to viewers to reflect on their own individual 
behavior, the greater issue of togetherness is founded in the collective contingent of the 
public. Ultimately, the murals and the exhibition itself challenge the public to consider 
how to address reentering collective society from a perspective of togetherness – by 
asking how we as a public change our behavior and social interaction, free from the 
influences of hegemonic political and commercial forces.  
 To summarize, the murals in …getting back together cultivate places for 
encounter between members of the general public, business owners, citizens from 




viewers to social issues and facilitate discussion. The responses to the disappearance of 
Together at Geode State Park exhibited a connection through the art to larger social 
issues of Asian hate in the United States. My interaction with the Tea Cellar owner 
prompted moments of understanding that lead to an increased sensitivity as an artist. As a 
catalyst for interaction, Dinner with Jesse brought people from different communities 
together to share and understand each other. As the museum activist and Executive 
Director of the Santa Cruz Museum of Art & History, Nina Simon, observes, “We live in 
a really divided world, politically, economically, socially, and I feel that we desperately 
need places that allow us to have positive interactions with people who are not like us” 
(TEDx Talks, 2017). Overall, by using vernacular snapshots and Ruchatz’s (2008) 
concept of trace, the murals reclaim Main Street as a public space for individual 
reflection and public discussion.  
 Finally, ephemeral art installations are an appropriate metaphor for the 
ephemerality of memory as a whole. The wheat pasted murals in …getting back together 
physically represent the reality and impacts of the incessant march of time. Through time, 
memories (particularly autobiographical), will fade and disappear – just like the art. 
Hours after the first mural was installed, one of the corners began to peel away from the 
building (Figure 35)– almost as if it was foreshadowing the inevitable future of each 
mural and my exhibition. Even after putting in so much care, diligence, and effort – to 
apply the right amount of glue, to cut the paper flush with the edges, and find all the 




wasn’t anything I could do to stop the process of ephemerality. The peeling represents a 
release; an acceptance of vulnerability that memories encounter as time passes.  
 
 
Figure 35 Picnic on Main Street, peeling 
 
The decomposing murals also represent memory’s fragility. The peeling, 




tempted, curious fingers. A day after Reunited was installed, I returned to find that a 
small portion had been ripped away (Figure 36).  
 
 
Figure 36 Reunited, ripped 
 
Like memories, people can tamper with the paper, and thus, accidently change or 
damage the mural. On completion, the murals submit themselves to the control of the 
public and their environment. Over time, they slowly fade away in the sunshine – the 
faces disappearing into a white, peeling sheet of paper. Or, just as a disastrous event like 




warning, situations out of our control like a terrible thunderstorm can rip the mural away 
from the building, never to be seen again (Figure 37). Like the rejection of 
autobiographical memory as an effort to stop the democratization of history, or the 
fervent opposition to revisionist histories through the enaction of laws in our state houses 
and chambers of government, human intervention can deface, mutilate, and destroy the 
fragile paper murals in a rejection of who and what they represent to the individual and 
the collective.  
 
 





To close, I return to Shapiro’s concept of the 4th death – this time, with a message 
of hope. Regardless of the photographs taken to document and promote the exhibition, 
the murals of …getting back together, and pasted murals in general, will always 
disappear. Just like photographs of the people who experience the 4th death, there will 
always be someone who views the physical mural for the last time. Hope then comes not 
in the mural itself, or the collective memories of those who installed the mural, or the 
interactions that occurred because of the existence of the mural  – hope comes from the 
humble tag in the bottom corner – a simple black strip of paper with @fortepaniowa, 
written in white text. The tag is the saving point – the bridge between the art and the 
archive. Those who see the murals and follow the tag are transported a place where 
history is theirs – where their rich experiences, vibrant identities, and individual 
memories mesh like patches in a quilt, creating a tapestry of historical memory from the 
bottom up. Therefore, as long as their images, the images of the public, reside in open 
access archives like Fortepan and Fortepan Iowa - archives built for the public with open 
access to the public, where the images of the everyday, of the mundane, of the 
marginalized and forgotten can reside safely, protected from the heat of the sun, from 
violent thunderstorms, and from malicious hands  – there will never be a photograph, or a 
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29 March, 2021 
 
FROM: Isaac Campbell, Graduate Student 
Communications & Media Department, University of Northern Iowa  
2009 University Drive, Apt G4 




TO: Karen Howard 
City of Cedar Falls 
planning@cedarfalls.com 
 
letter of intent 
 
Dear Karen Howard and the City of Cedar Falls: 
 
I am writing on behalf of the University of Northern Iowa Graduate College and the Communication & Media 
Department to propose a series of temporary, biodegradable mural installations throughout the Cedar Falls Main Street 
district as the creative component of my Master’s thesis: Cultural Memory, Family Snapshots, and Ephemeral Street Art. 
The murals will feature historic family images from the Fortepan Iowa photo archive. This project has been endorsed 
by the Cedar Falls Community Main Street organization and is funded by a Cedar Falls Community Betterment Grant 
and the Iowa Arts Council.  
 
The goal of this outdoor exhibition is to explore togetherness in a variety of ways. After more than a year of 
quarantining, social distancing, and exhaustive restrictions that have left many feeling socially deprived, depressed, and 
craving the simplicity of togetherness, the murals will visually and thematically explore moments of togetherness 
between Iowans - such as celebrations, birthdays, dining, vacations, and simple moments (we may have taken for 
granted pre-pandemic) of human connection. In addition to visual and thematic exploration, the proposed project will 




install the pieces throughout the Main Street district. Additionally, the murals will invite visitors and residents alike 
back to downtown Cedar Falls to explore the area and support local businesses. A marketing collaboration is currently 
in development with Cedar Falls Community Main Street to support this objective, including a guided walking tour and 
social media campaign encouraging visitors to take selfies with the installations. In all, this project aims to explore how 
memories of our shared past can help us discover what ...getting back together in a post COVID-19 world (one in 
desperate need of healing, community, and joy) might look like. 
 
With prior permission from 14 building/business owners throughout the district (see page 06), I have created a series 
of potential sites & renderings (see page 08-21) for approval. Many of the business owners have expressed enthusiasm 
in participating in the image selection process; thus, rendings show potential images for the sites. Final images for 
murals will be derived from the collection of 26 images attached (see pages 8-22) for approval by the Planning & 
Zoning Commission and the City of Cedar Falls. Murals will be “life sized” (approximately human sized) with a few 
potential locations for “larger than life” sized murals. The project overview outlines detailed components of the murals 
themselves including a timeline, construction components, and the anticipated duration of the murals.  
 
The installations will gain regional and statewide attention for the city and Cedar Falls Community Main Street as a 
variety of stories have been slated through the University of Northern Iowa and the Iowa Arts Council. In addition to my 
Master’s thesis, this exhibition will serve as practical experience for art education students and graduate students at 
UNI who will volunteer to install the murals; providing rich real-world experiences in public art and cultivating 
confidence in working with public channels to achieve success for community based projects.  
 







...getting back together is a community-based public mural campaign which aims to explore togetherness through 




Falls, Iowa. All of the murals will be sourced from historic photographs from the Fortepan Iowa photo archive; a public 
photo archive based at the University of Northern Iowa. Mural installation will take place between April 20th, 2021 - 
May 10th, 2021, weather dependent. In total, approximately 10 (with a maximum of 14) murals will be installed on 
various buildings throughout the Cedar Falls Main Street District. Murals will be installed by a team of UNI Graduate 
Students and community volunteers. This project has been endorsed by Cedar Falls Community Main Street.  
 
• Each mural is made from biodegradable and water-soluble materials, including: 20lb paper (printed) and paste (flour + 
water + sugar) 
• Murals are intended to be ephemeral and temporary. Varying degrees of fading, tearing, and decomposition are 
anticipated. Business/building owners reserve the right to remove murals at their discretion; however it is the artist’s 
intent that murals remain as long as possible. Murals are removed with water from a hose or gentle pressure washer. 
• Mural duration varies based on a variety of components including: wall material, painted vs non-painted, direction of wall, 
exposure to sun, wind, and elements (rain). Previous duration of similar murals  have ranged from 3 days to over 1 year. In 
the right conditions, some murals have been known to last 10+ years.  
• In total, 14 locations have been included in this proposal and pre-approved for murals by their respective 
business/property owners. Of these locations, approximately 10 (with a maximum of 14) will be selected for mural 
installation following a rigorous testing period. During this period, test samples will be installed on facades to identify any 
unsuitable facades which may be prone to damage such as discoloration or paint chipping. Testing requires favorable 
weather and temperature conditions to be effective and will be completed at least two weeks before the scheduled mural 
installation dates. Facades prone to damage will be removed from consideration. 
• This proposal contains 26 images to be approved for mural installation. Pending the final list of locations (after testing) 
images will be selected from the P&Z approved list, which contains images featured in renderings (15) and images in the 
appendix list (11). The artist reserves the right to make minor adjustments in size and the ability to change the 
photo/location combinations presented in this proposal. The set of final (tested) locations and renderings will be 








Site Number Address Primary Contact Name Primary Contact Information 
1 315 Main St Natalie Brown   natalie@scratchcupcakery.com 
2 209 State St Mimi Rice mricecypress@gmail.com 
3 214 Main St* Jon Laity jlaity@copyworks.com 
4 115 East 2nd St Shaun Linderbaum shaun@braceability.com 
5 115 East 2nd St Shaun Linderbaum shaun@braceability.com 
6 128 Main St Dave Morgan dave@singlespeedbrewing.com 
7 102 Main St Dawn Wilson 319-404-5468 
8 226 Main St* Gary Kelley 319-277-2330 
9 115 Main St* Deanna Nelson deanna.nelson@eagleviewpartners.com 
10 203 State St* Nick Newgard nick@secondstatebrewing.com 
11 110 East 3rd St* Jim & Jodi Landau jdjllandau@gmail.com 
12 222 Main St* Jim & Jodi Landau jdjllandau@gmail.com 
13 223 Main St* Pete Hill 319-240-2428 
14 100 East 2nd St* Deanna Nelson deanna.nelson@eagleviewpartners.com 
* denotes sites that are currently pending approval following the test period or that owners have indicated interest in 








































































SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS & DISCUSSIONS 





























































Permission for use of Figures 3, 4, 5, and 7 from JR 
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APPENDIX F 
SUPPLEMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHS 
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